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PATRICIA DANIELS

Book Ends:
Professional Books of Interest
Patricia Daniels moved to Michigan this fall from Vermont, where she held a
variety of educator positions in public schools and at the University of Vermont.
She is the current president of the Vermont Council on Reading. In Michigan,
Patricia teaches reading methods courses at Oakland University and is a reading
specialist at two elementary schools in the Oxford school district.

hen two black-cloaked male students shot and killed 11 teachers
and classmates inside Columbine
High School, the shocked public
responded. We searched fearfully for answers. How
could this violence happen? Who is responsible?
What combination of conditions bred such behavior? Consequently, issues about the influence of
popular culture on children, especially boys, came
to the forefront. Teachers, parents, librarians, media
instructors, and the general public cried out for
close examination and monitoring of what children
and adolescents choose and are allowed to view,
hear, and read.
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Thomas Newkirk and Bruce Pirie,
the authors of the titles I reviewed,
argue that this well-intentioned
response led to unjustified censorship and exacerbated the pressures
that push many boys toward failure
and alienation in our schools. These
two new books help us to understand what boys value, to examine
our own values in comparison, and
to respond in ways that broaden the
literacy curriculum These authors
are especially worried about the
many boys who disengage from
reading and writing in upper elementary and high schools. Through
recorded conversations with boys
and girls in grades 3-12, the authors help us to
understand how these students think and the hurdles
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that stand in the way of their literacy achievement.
The authors examine boys' relationships to sports,
movies, video games, and other types of popular
culture, and point out that many of our schools fail
boys in the area of reading and writing when they
exclude these topics. If we exclude what matters
to them, we also exclude them. Boys lose interest.
Newkirk and Pirie suggest that when teachers
examine their instructional practices carefully and
open their minds to the possibilities, these media
can become valuable resources for literacy learning.
In Misreading Masculinity: Boys, Literacy, and
Popular Culture (Heinemann, 2002, $19.00/pbk,
0-325-00445-5) Thomas Newkirk
focuses on boys' experiences with
literacy in upper elementary grades.
Bruce Pirie's Teenage Boys and
High School English, (Heinemann,
2002, $19.50 pbk, 086709-536-9)
offers insight about what happens
when adolescent male students
receive typical literacy instruction in
normal high school English classes.
In combination, these books provide
an evocative look at a continuum of
boys' experiences and give me pause
to examine my teaching practices.
Newkirk explains that his book is
"part memoir, part guide to teaching
boys, part research project, part
cultural analysis, part review of published research"
(p. xv). He interviewed more than one hundred boys
2003
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and girls in five New Hampshire elementary schools
to learn the sources of their stories, their criteria for
good writing, and their views of using violence and
other elements from pop culture in their writing. He
combines his own qualitative study with published
research to make logical arguments to quell teachers' fears about allowing topics of popular culture in
their classrooms.
Students describe their pleasure in popular culture
and ways in which they use visual narratives and
violence in their reading and writing. Through these
interviews and artifacts of their writing, he unveils
how students' written text does "social work" for
them at a crucial time in their lives. Although a
literal reading may suggest violence, young writers
use "the coded language of action stories to establish and affirm their interest in each other" (p. 129).
I recalled some of the stories that my fifth graders wrote. These were action-packed rewrites of
popular comic strips, television
shows, or movies into which they
inserted names of peers. I told
them they needed to write something more meaningful. Now I
ask myself, "More meaningful to
whom?" When Newkirk features
the writing of Jamie, a disruptive
student with special needs, he
makes a compelling point that
within the violence were themes
common to good literature-good
versus evil, weak versus strong,
change, etc.

developmentally normal.
Newkirk led me to gently examine my long-held
assumptions about what students should read and
write. When he pronounced that the writing process
inappropriately superimposes a model of the adult
writer on the young writer, however, he shook the
very foundations of my teaching! But I agree that
teachers need to "enter into the fantasy and play of
creation-to join the game (p.182)" in order to be
more responsive to the natural development of our
students. Newkirk asks educators to take a broader
view of what counts as literacy and to resist forces
( such as the standards and testing movement) that
narrow the range of reading and writing allowable
in schools.
Bruce Pirie reinforces this stance in Teenage Boys
and High School English. Why are boys less likely
to enjoy reading or see themselves as committed
English students? What can a teacher do about it?
To answer these questions,
Pirie examines the kinds of
thinking and feeling that a
high school English classroom
values, then contrasts and
compares that with what
teenage boys value and are
allowed to express. Like
Newkirk, he credits and trusts
boys with the ability to interpret their culture realistically
and appropriately and suggests that teachers make space
for the elements of popular
culture in the high school
English curriculum. His book
is a call to action for educators
to address the difficulties of
boys in English "with the same energy and commitment that have been applied so successfully to the
problem of girls in math" (p.5).

eenage
Boys

In his chapter "Making Way for
Bruce Pirie
Foreword by Deborah Appleman
Captain Underpants," he discusses the toilet humor that upper
elementary boys and some girls
think is funny and the elements of satirical humor
that permeate television shows like Beavis and
Butt-Head and The Simpsons. He gives a hilarious
description of his experience viewing the movie
Dumb and Dumber with his son, his son's friend,
and the friend's mother. Their ultimate willingness
to laugh their way through the farts, burps, and
gross actions of the characters in the movie helped
me to question my closed-minded condemnation of
similar movies and comic books. Newkirk's experience helps me to appreciate that children who enjoy
this type of humor are not being naughty; they are
62

and high
school
english

Because I have never been a high school English
teacher, I did not identify as closely with the experiences in Pirie's book as I did with Newkirk's. I
have, however, worked with several high school
English teachers and visited their classrooms. I
recognized the poignant portraits of teachers and
students struggling for common ground and the
worries of teachers who observe the patterns of
behavior in low-achieving males, year after year.
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Within his theories, Pirie offers practical suggestions to modify instruction for engaging these students in ways that bring out the best in students of
both genders. His suggestions include: (1) providing
personal reading time, with a book talk component,
(2) using teacher think-alouds to demonstrate and
model what good readers and writers do, (3) teaching in engaging ways, including dramatizations,
(4) using discussion and text that help students
make connections to their lives and the world, ( 5)
teaching students the skill of active listening, and
( 6) offering media studies so that students can be
critical consumers of the elements of their culture.
Both books are well written and enjoyable with
elements of humor sprinkled throughout. If you
are a high school English teacher with time to read
just one of the titles, I suggest Pirie's for its practi-
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cal suggestions. Of the two, however, Newkirk's
challenged my thinking the most. Although he
focuses on upper elementary boys, his ideas are
compelling to both scholars and teachers of all ages.
Through an artfully constructed argument he succeeded in changing my thinking on the subject of
boys, literacy, and the popular culture. Both books
are worth discussing with colleagues as we work to
build classroom and school cultures that accept all
our students and engage them in critical literacy.

Books Reviewed
Newkirk, T. (2002). Misreading masculinity: Boys,
literacy, and popular culture. Portsmouth,
NH: Heinemann.
Pirie, B. (2002). Teenage boys and high school
English. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.
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Michigan Reading Association Publications
BOOKMARKS

FLIPCHARTS

PUBLICATIONS

Content Area Bookmarks

A View Inside

The ABC's of Reading Strategies for Volunteers

Effective reading strategies at your fingertips - just tuck
these information-packed cards into your lesson plan
book for practical easy-to-use techniques. © 1991, 18
4xl 1 cards, K-12. $6.00

Come inside the schools and classrooms of eleven educators as they share their stories. Best practices are shared
for first grade classrooms through University teacher
education courses. These practices offer classroom-based
examples that enable all students to achieve Michigan's
ELA content standards. ©1999. $12.00

A quick "how-to" guide for volunteers and tutors. Designed for the layman, this flipchart offers a variety of
ideas to help your volunteers and tutors be more effective
and informed. $3.00

Linking - Developing Strategic Readers and
Writers in the Primary Classroom

A handy guide to the Michigan English Language Arts
Content Standards, adopted by the State Board of Education in July 1995, and the curriculum frameworks which
contain the standards. $3.00

Supplemental Strategies Content Area Bookmarks II
More learning and thinking strategies to enhance effective
content area teaching. Designed to illustrate how to put
current research into instructional practice. © 1998, 16
4xll cards, K-12. $8.00

Special!
Content Area Bookmarks I & II
Set of each of the above trategies.

$12.00

Writing Bookmarks

Link your classroom experiences to current research
and practice. Based on the work of Regie Routman and
Marie Clay, topics include developmental awareness and
strategies for reading and writing, plus advice on various
types of as essment. By Michigan Reading Recovery
Teacher, Stevie Brinkerhoff. © l 993, Revised 1998, 91
pages. $10.00

Kaleidoscope 2002

Ideas for helping students effectively use the writing
process to produce both narrative and informational text.
By the Michigan Department of Education Early Literacy
Committee. ©1998, 27 4xll cards, K-12. $8.00

Outstanding student writing to share with your class! This
collection of more than 100 prize winning writings by
Michigan's Young Authors can serve as models to motivate
your students. Recreated annually. $6.00

New!

Writing to Learn Handbooks for Social Studies,
Science & Math

Literacy Connections - Effective Strategies that
Work Bookmarks
Help your students make connections in comprehension, metacognition/study skills, vocabulary, fluency
and word identification with these learning and thinking
bookmarks.
©2002, 33 4xll cards, K-12.

$9.00

Please send order form and payment to:
Michigan Reading Association
668 Three Mile Road NW, Suite C
Grand Rapids, MI 49544
Credit card orders may be faxed to (616) 647-9378

These new, teacher-friendly handbooks will prepare students for success on MEAP tests and more importantly, will
improve thinking and learning in Mathematics, Science,
and Social Studies. ©2001. $12.00

~

English Language Arts Content Standards and
Working Draft Benchmarks

What Do Parents Want to Know About Early
Literacy Programs?
Perfect for parents of young readers! Concise explanations
to common questions concerning early literacy programs.
Issues covered include components of a quality program,
phonics instruction, writing process, and invented spellinf
along with practice tips on how parents can help their chilc
achieve success in school. By the Michigan Department ot
Education Early Literacy Committee. © 1997. $2.00

Teaching Literacy to ESL Students Research
and Best Practice
Designed as a flipchart, research evidence is presented
along with implications for classroom application. Areas include the goals of reading, decoding, vocabulary,
comprehension, self concept, scaffolds, cooperative
grouping, authentic assessment, materials selection, and
family support. The Michigan definition of reading, a
glossary and an extensive bibliography are also included.
©2000. $3.00

MEAP: Preparation and Best Practices

I

Effective classroom practices to use with students while
preparing for the MEAP will be presented in this easy-touse flipchart. Relevant for all subject areas, ten effective
classroom practices to use with all students will be shared
along with practices to avoid. $3.00
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